A plethora of trial results have been published showing that case management improves outcomes in depression. 1 2 However, these trials generally involve relatively expensive specialist mental health case managers, plus input from psychiatrists or psychologists. 3 Most studies have been conducted in academic or managed care settings, and in the USA. The challenge is to roll out case management in an affordable way throughout primary care and outside the USA.
Gensichen and colleagues randomised 74 small primary care practices in Germany to receive either guideline-based practitioner training plus healthcare assistant (HCA) support to case manage their depressed patients or practitioner training alone. The HCAs contacted patients regularly, mainly by telephone; monitored their symptoms; reinforced adherence to medication; and encouraged behavioural activation. Advantages were found for HCA case management in terms of a greater adherence to treatment, reduction in depressive The strength of the study is in showing that case management can work in a non-academic, non-managed care setting in small practices outside the USA. Limitations include a lack of blinding of the researchers measuring outcomes; a lack of any measure of social functioning, which is as important as symptoms (if not more important); and the failure to carry out a full intention-to-treat analysis. This is an important limitation given that the loss to follow-up of 20% in the intervention group was considerably higher than the 12% loss in the control group. This is a surprising fi nding given that the HCAs were actively pursuing patients and suggests that a considerable minority may not accept high-intensity case management. The authors modelled outcomes using a range of assumptions about what the follow-up scores might have been among the drop-outs, and they found non-signifi cant differences in the worst-case sensitivity analysis.
The results are encouraging and, along with other studies, suggest that case management can be rolled out in an affordable way beyond specialised settings.
